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Preface
This study is the first systematic examination of sociolinguistic variation in seventeenth-century France. A primary aim is to enrich our knowledge of the wealth and variety of usages of seventeenth-century French by making available new data about linguistic variation in a period usually considered the most 'standardizing' and 'purist' of all periods in the history of French. It will be argued that a distorted image of seventeenth-century French emerges if only certain types of literary texts are consulted in conjunction with the work of grammarians and lexicographers. According to this rather narrow approach, our period witnessed the radical marginalization and elimination of variation and the standardization of French; this is symbolized above all in the foundation of the French Academy and the reign of good usage. It is, however, clearly fallacious to assume homogeneity of usage, whatever the nature of the speaker, register, location or context, for any period in the history of French. It is hoped that the study of non-standard usages in the seventeenth century will in turn have repercussions for the appreciation of literary texts, both in highlighting their specificity and in helping to sharpen notions of different genres. Through an understanding of the linguistic status of the variants selected by authors we may better understand the effects they are trying to achieve. A second main aim of this study is to consider fundamental methodological issues which are central to all socio-historical linguistic accounts. First, and perhaps most importantly, we will need to address the question of what the appropriate sources are for the linguist favouring a socio-historical approach. Whereas sociolinguistic studies of contemporary French can construct a carefully balanced corpus based on a representative sample of different types of informants, historians of the language are obliged to use those written documents which have survived. This study will consider, for example, which texts best reflect non-standard and spoken usages, and will argue that it is necessary to try and seek convergence of evidence from a range of different sources. Secondly, we will need to explore how 'non-standard' forms are to be interpreted. Since we often lack precise details about the writer or speaker, or about the sociocultural and linguistic context of a given text, it can be difficult to evaluate variants. What texts, for example, best represent français populaire ix x Preface and to what extent is it possible to differentiate this from français familier or français vulgaire, or, for that matter, from features which are associated with spoken language generally? Also important is the avoidance of anachronistic judgments about a feature identified in a seventeenth-century text: a feature will not necessarily have the same value in the language system of the past as it has today.
Thirdly, I shall examine the relationship between variation and change. Change in progress is reflected in variation (although of course not all variation represents change in progress). Studies of past variation allow us to look for continuities and discontinuities, how innovations enter the norm and how variants are lost. Without studies of variation in earlier periods there is a danger of making false or exaggerated claims about, for example, the innovatory nature of modern spoken French, and of wrongly identifying certain contemporary features as presaging future developments in the language. Features which are said to be twentieth-century innovations may be found in earlier texts if a wider range of sources is consulted.
A number of parameters of variation have been selected for analysis. These are determined either by aspects of what may be thought of as the speaker's 'preverbal constitution' -here the gender, socio-economic status (SES) and age of the speaker -or by the medium, register or genre used. Where appropriate, the relationship between the different types of variation is explored. For instance, in Chapter 3 I shall discuss the extent to which differences of social class correlate with differences of register, while in Chapter 5, in considering variation according to the age of the speaker, I shall examine the relationship between variation and change. I decided not to treat regional variation systematicallypartly since this is worthy of a monograph in its own right and partly because it is the area which has traditionally received most attention from historians of the French language. In each chapter a number of case studies have been selected, often based on information provided by the metalinguistic texts. In choosing these topics, I have tried to include phonological, morphological, syntactic and lexical questions, since each of these poses different methodological issues. 
